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The heyday of the slapstick is long past but this comedy form, perhaps the most filmic of all motion picture
genres has not really disappeared. Some of its finest post-WWII accomplishments exist in the work of two
famous French film comedians: Jacques Tati (1907-82), the creator of the unforgettable Monsieur Hulot and a
generation younger, Pierre Étaix (b. 1928) - the master of subtle visual humour recalling Buster Keaton and
Max Linder, the French genius of pre-WWI slapstick, and an inspiration of Chaplin. Étaix was undeniably
influenced by Tati whom he met in 1954 and worked with for several years; he was assistant-director in Tati’s
MyUncle where he also played a minor role.
Étaix’ life and work has been intertwined with the world of circus: He also worked as a circus clown in
partnership with Nino Fabbri, and later with his first wife, the film actress and professional clown Annie
Fratellini of the famous Fratellini European circus family. The couple founded the first National Circus
School in France. Federico Fellini, another filmmaker influenced by the art of the circus and the clown, gave
Étaix a role in his 1970 comedy The Clowns.
Unlike Tati, however, Étaix is little known beyond the confines of France, and even in his home country
his movies were on their way to oblivion, largely because of their unavailability over twenty years due to
a legal dispute with a distribution company. After 2008, when sixteen thousand people, including Woody
Allen and Jean-Luc Godard, signed a petition in the director’s support, the situation was resolved. A five-
DVD integral collection was published in France by ARTE Editions late in 2010, restored by Studio 37, la
Fondation Groupama Gan pour le Cinéma and La Fondation Technicolor pour le Patrimoine du Cinéma.
The DVD set includes the five features and four shorts directed by Étaix, plus two shorts, one of which is
directed by Odile Étaix, the artist’s second wife.
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Figure 1: [Disc 1] Le soupirant (The Suitor, Pierre Étaix 1962, 83min); Heureux anniversaire (Happy Birthday,
Pierre Étaix 1962, 12min) ¶ [Disc 2] Yoyo (Yoyo, Pierre Étaix 1964, 92min); Le cauchemar de Méliès (The
Nightmare of Méliès, Pierre Étaix 1988, video, inspired by Méliès’ 1899 short The Artist’s Dream, 4min) ¶
[Disc 3] Tant qu’on a la santé (As Long As You’re Healthy, Pierre Étaix, 1966, 80min); Rupture (Break-Up,
Pierre Étaix 1961, 11min) ¶ [Disc 4] Le Grand Amour (The Great Love, Pierre Étaix 1969, 87min); Pierre
Étaix, naturallement (Pierre Étaix, Naturally, Odile Étaix 2010, 30min) ¶ [Disc 5] Pays de cocagne (Land
of Plenty, Pierre Étaix 1969, 80min); En pleine forme (Healthy Holidays, Pierre Étaix 1965-71, 14min); L’île
aux fleurs (Flower Island, Jorge Furtago, chosen by Étaix, 1989, 12min)
Figure 2: Pierre Étaix DVD collection unpacked: ¶ The collection also includes a 116-page hard bound
booklet entitled La grosse tête (The Big Head) which includes a selection of high-quality film stills, photos,
drawings, cartoons, texts and documents relating to the life and work of Pierre Étaix, accompanied by
six postcards showing posters of Étaix’ films. There are no English subtitles but as most Étaix films are
pantomimes without dialogue, this is of little consequence for most viewers. Recommended price of the set:
EUR 48.00.
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